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ahaflar Çarşısı” is Istanbul’s 
largest market of second - hand books, but 
since it is one of the most colourful 
historic sites of the city, it cannot be 
described as just a second-hand book 
bazaar.
The famous market in Beyazıt Square 
consists of forty small shops, situated 
directly opposite the Covered Bazaar’s 
‘Spoonmakers’ gate, occupying the site of 
the Chartoprateia. This quiet and small 
centre of second-hand books is somewhat 
assimilated to ‘Speakers Comer’ at Hyde 
Park, as daily liberal discussions take place 
amongst the well known intellects of 
Turkish literature who are in the habit of 
gathering there.
When talking about the history of the 
market, one can briefly explain that the site 
on which the “Sahaflar Çarşısı” stands is 
the Chartoprateia of Byzantium, which 
was known as the book and paper market 
during the Byzantine period. After the 
conquest of Istanbul in 1453 this area was 
allocated for fez-makers and metal 
engravers for some years. At that time 
book-sellers were located in a certain 
division of the Covered bazaar which is 
now called ‘Yorgancılar Çarşısı’
(Bedspread makers market). Later, book­
sellers gradually moved to the present site 
of the market.
The fame of “Sahaflar” had even spread 
over the borders of the Ottoman Empire, 
reaching Europe. Many European writers 
and historians gave special attention to this 
centre of antique books in their artworks. 
Some of these writers are Antoine 
Galland, Hammer, Busbecq and Charles 
White. Antoine Galland mentions the 
“Sahaflar” in his book ‘Les Memoires 
d’lstanbul’ which was written during the 
17th Century. Galland was employed at 
the French embassy and whilst being in 
Istanbul he bought many books for the 
King of France, for the Ambassador and 
for himself.
Printing machines were first brought to 
Istanbul in 1729. With the introduction 
of printing, the number of hand-written 
books were greatly reduced.Nevertheless, 
the Sultan had prohibited the printing of 
religious books in order to prevent the 
disappearance of Calligraphical art.
Although these precautions were taken, 
the art of Calligraphy and especially the art 
of miniatures have diminished, thus 
increasing printed books in comparison to
the hand-written ones ornamented with 
miniatures.
A great number of books came to the 
market via the estate of deceased persons. 
Some of these books were brought from 
auctions. The auctions are still made in an 
area close to the “Sahaflar Çarşısı” and 
anyone who is interested can join in.
In the past, the book-sellers, like other trade 
groups, were in forms of guilds. Shopping 
was made according to the religious rules 
and shops used to open and shut with 
prayers. The guild of second-hand book 
dealers came from a family called Abdullah 
Yetimi. If a person wanted to enter this 
business he first had to pass an examination 
given by guild members.
Every year, during festivities, 
representatives of the trade groups used to 
join the parade which took place at the 
Palace, in the presence of the Sultan. 
Naturally second-hand book dealers were 
amongst them, carrying a pile of valuable 
books over a palanquin.
One of the most famous guilds of the 
market was Sağır Kahya. He was highly 
reputable between the intellects of Istanbul 
and was visited by them frequently. These 
book enthusiasts came to his shop, not 
only to see the books, but also to discuss 
their value in order to fix a price for their 
sale. Rumour has it that Sağır Kahya was a 
very well-built man and could eat a whole 
sheep for his dinner!..
Istanbul, being the capital of two 
civilizations: Byzantine and Ottoman, is
considered as one of the cultural centres of 
the world as is Paris, Rome and London.
One can still find works of art reflecting 
the cultural treasury of the city. If your 
luck is high you can easily come across a 
three or four hundred years old hand­
written Koran or Divan in the market, or 
you can select some antique medicine or 
astronomy books and even find samples of 
the Imperial edicts. Those who are 
interested in Calligraphy can have the 
oppurtunity of purchasing framed 
inscriptions, some decorated with marbled 
paper.
This historic place is a living monument, 
revealing the respect shown to books by 
Turkish people. Today its picturesque 
atmosphere leads the visitor to the old days 
of Istanbul.
The ancient stone portal and the 
quaint book shops are filled with dusty 
piles of books differing from the antique 
ones to the best - sellers lined along the 
narrow, stony streets of the market and 
they are the main characteristic of this cosy 
place. The courtyard of “Sahaflar” is just 
one of the small but splendid sites of the 
city, with a necromanial power rising from 
its entertaining people and its resident 
cats!.. The cats are loved immensely by all 
the second-hand book dealers and are fed 
every evening with a special ceremony.
The cats wander about and lazily lie upon 
books that might be real antique pieces.
But that does not worry them, therefore 
they continue to lick their paws and yawn 
on top of invaluable literature. <&'
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